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Virginia Olmstead Recalls ‘Many Wonderful Years’ as Family Gathers on 100th Birthday

By Tory Cooney
Virginia Olmstead, who many in
St. Ignace will recall for her service
as the city clerk for 24 years, will
reach her 100th birthday August 31.
She still lives by herself in the little
white house near the county courthouse in St. Ignace where she was
born and grew up. She enjoys working with her hands and made all of
the blankets, doilies, and throw pillows in her cozy living room. Mrs.
Olmstead also enjoys her independence. She only relies on people to
drive her places, as she gave up her
car three years ago owing to difficulties with her eyesight.
Her work with the city ended with
her retirement in 1978, but today she
remembers it all clearly and recounts it with humor and insight.
Mrs. Olmstead didn’t initially
want the job of city clerk because
she didn’t want to get involved in
politics. But people in town and her
high-school-aged son, Don, eventually persuaded her to apply. She took
a scrap of paper and wrote, “Please
consider me for position of city
clerk,” and handed it to the mayor.
“And that was it,” she said.
“When they told me I was appointed, it was a Thursday and I
said, ‘Well, I’ll see you on Monday,’
but they said, ‘No! We need someone tomorrow!’ It was payday, you
see, and they couldn’t send out
checks without the clerk’s signature.”
The year was 1954 and Mrs. Olmstead went to work as the city’s chief
financial officer. She served for 24
years and has the distinction of
being the only clerk never voted in
or out of office. The role became a
hired position with the 1970 charter.
“I probably never would have
taken the job if I’d realized how immense the responsibilities are,” she
said. “And we did it all without a
computer!”
She issued birth certificates and
sold marriage licenses, tasks which
now are performed by the county,
and she single-handedly managed

Virginia Olmstead holds her great-grandson, Aidan Olmstead, surrounded by family at her 100th birthday surprise party. Pictured (not in order) are her daughter-in-law, Zoe
Olmstead; her grandchildren and their spouses, Gilbert and Allison Olmstead, Timothy and Sue Olmstead, David and Mary Olmstead, and Jacquie and Casey Evans; her greatgrandchildren, Andrew Olmstead, Mathew Olmstead, Sarah Olmstead, Oliver Olmstead, Ben Olmstead with fiancé Heather, and Amy Sault with husband Jesse; and her greatgreat grandchildren, Rachel and Wyatt. Also pictured are family friends Armand and Sara Horn with their sons, Garrett and James.
all elections and maintained all official records.
She saw her role as important to
maintaining the ideas spelled out
in the city charter. She repeatedly
referred to the inch-thick book
containing the St. Ignace fourthclass-city charter and she says she
held the council accountable to it.
“If they would contradict me, I
just read where I got my answers,”
she said. “It was the law and they respected that. They might not have
always liked it, but they respected
it.”
Sometimes, she would copy entire
pages and line them on the table in
front of her before council meetings
even started, knowing that they’d
question her.
Mrs. Olmstead also oversaw the

transition from a strict two-party city
government system, the acceptance
of the 1970 charter, and even the use
of voting machines. She kept one in
her office to demonstrate how it
worked and even brought it around
to various club and association
meetings, hoping to overcome the
public’s initial resistance.
All of the changes she oversaw
during her service put Mrs. Olmstead in a good position to help
others navigate them, as well. She
recently received a card from
Ronald W. Walker, mayor from
1969 to 1973, thanking her for all
the help she gave him while he
was in office.
When she couldn’t help someone
as clerk, but could help as a private
citizen, she would.

“I just loved it, working with
everybody, trying to help them,”
Mrs. Olmstead said.
She retired at the age of 64.
“And all the things I like to do, I
did,” she said. She quilted, crocheted, knit, gardened, picked
berries, played cards with friends
and spent time with her family —
at that point, divided between St.
Ignace and Seattle, Washington.
“I was free to do whatever I
wanted, go wherever I wanted,” she
said. “When I was working, I couldn’t enjoy my little grandchildren, but
once I retired I was able to be with
them for everything. Every event, I
was there.”
“She’s just always been really
strong, independent woman, and
such a kind person,” said her grand-

daughter, Jacquie Evans. “She’s impacted a lot of people and, for us,
she’s just been a powerhouse for our
family, just a great presence.”
Mrs. Olmstead’s husband, Ora, is
deceased, as are her two sons, John
Oran and Donald, and her eldest
grandchild, Donald Jr. Her daughterin-law, Zoe, lives in St. Ignace.
Mrs. Olmstead has four living
grandchildren, Gilbert, Timothy,
Jacquie Evans, and David; 10
great-grandchildren,
Andrew,
Michael, Josh, Ben, Mathew, Amy
Sault, Sarah, Kristen McBride,
Oliver, and Aidan, and two greatgreat-grandchildren, Rachel and
Wyatt. Another great-great grandchild is expected to arrive in early
September.
Family members live in Wash-

ington, Texas, Illinois, North Carolina, and Michigan, and most returned to St. Ignace to celebrate
her 100th birthday with her August 10. They met in the basement
of St. Ignatius Loyola Church,
where a surprise party was held
for family and friends. There was
chocolate cake, vanilla ice cream,
and a pink metallic “Happy Birthday” tiara for Mrs. Olmstead. She
was happy to see so many family
members there and spend time
with them throughout the following week.
“I have a beautiful family who
loves me and who I enjoy very
much,” Mrs. Olmstead said. “God
has been very good to me and I’ve
had many wonderful years full of
blessings.”

Square Dance at Island Church with Caller Jim Boynton ‘Makes It Like Home’

Dances: from page 1
Williams, who agreed.
For years, John Finley led the
dances by calling dance instructions
to the tunes. Before he stepped down,
he taught Br. Boynton how to call.
The dances feature a regular cast
of musicians, and others sit in as time
allows. While Br. Boynton calls and
occasionally fiddles, his mother,
Patty, plays the keyboard and Tom
Chambers plays bass. During the
day, Br. Boynton’s father, Ollie, promotes the square dances to those
who visit the church gift shop, where
he works every Tuesday.
Mrs. Boynton has played piano for
square dances for many years, including high school square dances at
LaSalle High School in St. Ignace.
Musicians sitting in on the square
dances Tuesday, July 29, included
fiddler Danny Johnston of Good Hart
and guitarist Danny Gillespie of
Charlevoix. The two visit the Island
for square dances once a summer,
and have for years.
Mr. Johnston received this year’s
Michigan Heritage Award for his fiddle playing. He learned to play the
fiddle when he was 20 years old,
continuing the musical tradition for
more than 50 years.
“When I was little, house parties
were very prevalent,” he said. “I
learned a whole bunch of songs just
lying in bed when I was a teeny kid.
When I got my fiddle, I knew what I
wanted to play.”
He has had many mentors over the
years, from towns across northern
Michigan. He also serves as mentor
to other aspiring fiddlers, and he
taught Br. Boynton how to fiddle
when he was 16 years old.
“I just watched him,” Br. Boynton
said. “That’s the best way to learn.”
Accordionist Brett Mallory of
Cheboygan also played in the square
dance July 29, with his wife, Katie,
and six-month-old son, Warren.
“You think it’s a polka instrument,” Mr. Mallory said of the accordion, “but if you know how to play
it, you can play almost any type of
music.”
Joining in later on acoustic guitar
was Dr. Shaker Hites, who occasionally works on the Island as a substitute veterinarian for Mackinac Island
Carriage Tours. He has played the
guitar since he was a young boy, and
has played with Br. Boynton at
square dances on Beaver Island.
The Mackinac Island dances are

held outside when the weather is favorable, but move inside when conditions are poor.
“We’ve been so lucky with the
weather,” said Br. Boynton. In all the
years of the dances, they have only
been moved indoors twice.
The square dances at Ste. Anne’s
usually begin with the band warming
up at 6:30 p.m. The musicians play
some songs, tune their instruments,
and get their positions ready. Meanwhile, refreshments are arranged on
a table to the side, and chairs are set
up around the dance floor.
Right around 7 p.m., Br. Boynton
starts organizing the first group of
dancers, “squares” made up of four
couples.
He said, “We will teach you how
to do it. We will walk you through it.
At the end, you’ll be like a natural.”
The groups then introduce themselves and learn basic steps.
Among those watching the dances
were Ed and Nancy Pfeiffleman,
who participated in many square
dances growing up. Mr. Pfeiffleman
remembered dances on the Island
hosted in Community Hall, around
town with Governor G. Mennen
“Soapy” Williams calling, and
dances when the first big Carriage
Tours barn was dedicated.
“You have to listen to the caller,”
Mr. Pfeiffleman advised.
Mrs. Pfeiffleman enjoys watching
Br. Boynton lead the dancing, noting,
“It’s relaxing and you see people
having fun.”
Mr. Pfeiffleman added, “I like to
watch people who know what
they’re doing.”
Richard and Jackie Bolander also
attended the dance with their daughters and grandchildren, who were
visiting the Island on vacation.
Daughter Amy Ellinger of Farmington Hills said, “I have memories
of them getting ready to go to square
dances… That was their date night.
They did that a lot growing up.”
Her 10-year-old son, Jackson, enjoys dancing, but noted a particular
step where dancers circulated around
the squares, exchanging, was difficult.
“The ‘right and left,’ that was
hard,” Jackson said.
As a teacher in Sault Ste. Marie,
Mr. Bolander used to teach square
dancing to his third and fourth grade
students. He and Mrs. Bolander belonged to a square dance club that
met twice a month.
“It’s a family activity, and dances

keep changing,” he said. “That’s
what makes it interesting.”
“You’ve got to listen to the caller,”
he continued, “and follow directions.
That’s good for the kids.”
Nick Haan of Haan’s 1830 Cottage, next door to Ste. Anne’s, appreciates the dances, noting that his
family grew up coming to them over
the years. His daughter, Shannon
Westblade, even had a square dance
at her wedding that Br. Boynton
called.
“My kids grew up on this, and my
guests come over sometimes,” Mr.
Haan said. “It makes it like home…
It really lets people meet each other.”
The dances also provide times for
old Island friends to gather and catch
up: “You see people you don’t normally talk to.”
Dave and Chris Winters of Syracuse, Indiana, visited the dance with
their son and teenage daughters. It
was the first time the family had attended the dance, and Mr. Winters
said, “It was fantastic.” He also appreciated Br. Boynton’s calling technique and said he “Patiently, but
forcefully, explained it.”

Ed and Nancy Pfeiffelman (pictured) enjoy watching the square dance at Ste. Anne’s.

The band readies their instruments and practices a tune before the weekly square dance at Ste. Anne’s Catholic Church Tuesday, July 29.
Pictured are (from left) caller and fiddler Brother Jim Boynton, bassist Tom Chambers, guitarist Danny Gillespie, fiddler Danny Johnston,
accordionist Brett Mallory, and keyboardist Patty Boynton.

